
Somber allusions to persecution 
and hopeful dreams of escape are con-
cealed within the art of Cuba’s printmaking 
workshop Taller Experimental de Grafica, 
which is currently on display at Columbia 
College’s Larson Gallery through September. 
Seventy-six contemporary prints by 34 art-
ists will attempt to tell the stories that the 
U.S. government would not let the artists tell 
themselves.

The Taller Experimental de Grafica is 
a Cuban workshop that encourages artistic 
experimentation and original expression. The 
exhibit’s prints include color etchings, wood-
cuts, collographs and lithographs made by 
artists ranging in age from 17 to 83. Much of 
the work focuses on the oppressive and mod-
est living conditions of post-revolutionary 
Cuba. Some artists discreetly suggest escape 
through their depiction of obscure methods 
of transportation — a man with wings rides 
on the back of a serpent, cities rest on top of 
watermelon slices that look strikingly similar 
to boats and appear near water, and paper 
airplanes fly along the path of a river below, 
where paper boats are stuck behind a fallen 
tree. Some of the art also suggests oppres-
sion through armored warlords and artists 
depicted as skeletons working even after 
death.

Of course, not all of the art is political, 
and not every artist feels trapped. According 
to Northwest Missouri State University art 
professor Phil Laber, artists in Cuba are actu-
ally better off than the general population; 
they tend to earn more money.

“The arts support Cuban tourism,” Laber 
says. “If they export their arts, it attracts 

people and boosts their economy, so artists 
actually have more freedoms than typical 
citizens.”

This has surely influenced the continual 
growth of the Taller Experimental de Grafica 
since its establishment in 1962. With the 
help of revolutionary Che Guevara, Cuba’s 
minister of industry at that time, the work-
shop was developed in an old cigar-label fac-
tory. The intent was to build a community 
that could help its members research artistic 
techniques and critique one another’s work. 
It began with a small group, but it has grown 
to be associated with more than 100 artists.

According to Laber, most Cubans are 
living in “extremely modest conditions,” but 
thinking back to his 10-day visit to Havana 
in 2004 still conjures up images of resilience.

“I couldn’t help but admire how much 
they did with so little,” he says.

In February three of the workshop’s art-
ists tried to come to the United States to 
work with Missouri students in a university 
setting. Laber invited artists José Omar 
Torres López, Carlos J. Del Toro Orihuela 
and Rafeal Zarza to come to Missouri and 
spend three weeks at NWMSU, MU and the 
Kansas City Art Institute. Money for the tour 
was provided by NWMSU and the Lighton 
Foundation, and the Cuban artists paid $100 
each to appeal to the Cuban government to 
come. They were granted permission to leave 
Cuba, but the U.S. State Department would 
not allow them into America. At the plea 

of Laber, Sen. Kit Bond, R-Mo., opened a 
congressional inquiry to help the artists get 
approved, but the decision to deny their visas 
was ultimately announced.

“The artists understand the nature of 
the politics, but they were still very disap-
pointed,” Laber says. “We just don’t have 
any kind of relationship with the Cuban 
government.”

Nonetheless, the artists’ voices and 
the voices of their peers can still be heard 
through their art. The Cuban exhibition is 
on loan from the Racela Educational and 
Charitable Foundation of Kansas City. Dr. 
Antonio Racela created the foundation to 
share his art collection with university gal-
leries and art institutions. This particular 
collection has already shown at the NWMSU 
campus, and it will move to Kansas City 
when it leaves Columbia in October. 

Racela estimates that he has accumu-
lated more than 500 prints from his travels 
with the Medical Missions Foundation, 
which he and his wife founded together 10 
years ago. Racela built the Cuban collection 
during the course of three visits to Havana 
for his medical work.

“I tried to get prints that show a cross 
section of the artists, what they’re doing,” 
Racela says. “They’re expressing some of the 
things from in the [Cuban] system, but they 
kind of hide them so they can continue liv-
ing there.”

— CLINT CARTER

Various Cuban prints often suggest escape in understated ways. José Omar Torres Lopéz 
incorporated a watermelon slice in his print, La Ciudad y el Tiempo (The City and Time).
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Cuban art speaks for the absent 

ACCESS DENIED

The artists from the Taller Experimental 
de Grafica are not the first Cuban 
artists to be refused admittance to 
America. Cuban artists have been 
facing similar problems for  years.

Because all employed Cuban 
residents are paid by state-directed 
companies, the U.S. government 
views them as government employ-
ees. After President Ronald Reagan 
issued a proclamation in 1985, few 
Cuban artists were allowed into the 
country. Each had to be individually 
granted permission by the president.  

In 1999 President Bill Clinton 
exempted broad categories of 
Cubans, including performing artists, 
from Reagan’s presidential proclama-
tion. Large numbers of Cuban artists 
toured America, contributing to the 
Latin music boom.

However, following Sept. 11, 
travel bans were reinstated between 
America and Cuba, and the exemp-
tions for artists were revoked. The 
Enhanced Border Security and 
Visa Entry Reform Act was enacted 
in May 2002. It gives the FBI and 
CIA the opportunity to review visa 
applications from specific countries, 
including Cuba. Artists are required 
to submit their visa information, but 
the paperwork process often takes 
so long that they miss performance 
dates or are denied based on 
delayed action.

The Cuban artists, who paid $100 
to have their cases reviewed, laid 
down a significant chunk of change. 
The average Cuban salary is equiva-
lent to $12 a month.

   — ERIKA MEEKER

What: Cuban art from the Taller
Experimental de Grafica in Havana,
Cuba   

Where: The Larson Gallery, Columbia
College campus

When: Through Sept. 30. Mon. - Fri., 
8 a.m. to 10 p.m.; Sat. and Sun., 
noon to 5 p.m.

Cost: free
Call: 875-7517
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José Omar Torres Lopéz’s Fruta y Ciudad 
(Fruit and City) offers a surreal perspective.

Foreign artists kept out of the United States communicate subtly through their art
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